Impacts on conceptus survival in a commercial swine herd.
An estimated 30 to 40% of potential piglets are lost before farrowing in U.S. or European pig breeds. Because these studies were conducted in limited numbers of university research herds, we decided to characterize the timing, pattern, and extent of conceptus loss in a commercial swine herd in Iowa (Pig Improvement Company; Camborough Line). Sows (parities 2 to 14) were slaughtered on d 25 (n = 83), 36 (n = 78), or 44 (n = 83) of gestation. These days coincide with periods before, during, and after uterine capacity becomes limiting to conceptus survival. At slaughter, numbers of corpora lutea (CL) and uterine horn length were determined, and conceptuses were removed and evaluated. Uterine horn length and CL number did not differ among these days of gestation, averaging 217 cm and 26.6 CL, respectively. In contrast, numbers of conceptuses decreased (P < 0.05) from 15.8 on d 25 to 12.9 on d 36, then remained relatively constant through d 44 (12.1). Thus, conceptus survival averaged 60.2% on d 25, 50.1% on d 36, and 46.3% on d 44, based on numbers of CL present. There was a positive correlation (P < 0.001; r = 0.50) between numbers of viable conceptuses on d 25 and ovulation rate, but this association was completely lost by d 36 (P > 0.10) when uterine capacity becomes limiting. In agreement with this premise, uterine horn length and conceptus number were not associated on d 25 but exhibited positive correlations (P < 0.05) on d 36 (r = 0.36) and d 44 (r = 0.40). On all 3 d examined, the numbers of viable conceptuses were not associated with fetal weight but were negatively correlated (P < 0.05) with placental weight. Compared with the commonly reported values for ovulation rate and percentage conceptus loss in university research herds, values from these production animals were extremely high. Data suggest that throughout this period, larger litters were associated with conceptuses exhibiting small placentae. These data lend support to the concept that increased placental efficiency (fetal weight/placental weight) may contribute to increased litter size in the pig.